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            God is not the limit of man, but the limit of man is divine. In other words, man is divine in the experience of his limits.

            georges bataille

            … for it is given some to come out of their skins, and for others to dwindle therein …

            djuna barnes,
Ryder

            Of course I don’t dispute that a chasm separates the soul from the world, but I am convinced that at the very bottom of that chasm sooner or later there is always a glimpse of the possibility that there will arise a new, heretofore unimagined symbiosis between the world and the soul, which will leave neither of them in its previously unaffected state.

            lászló f. földényi,
The Glance of the

Medusa: The Physiognomy of Mysticism
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            The Bird That Cries in the Night

         

         When I reach the edge of the slope I see him down on the thin strip of riverbank that forms a boundary against the deepening water. He is wearing his grey-blue windcheater with the turquoise stripe down each side, the one he’s had for ages. The sun has reached its highest point in the sky and it casts a dazzling band across the water. Shades of yellow and orange have crept into the maples and Dad stands there, toiling away in the underbrush. It surrounds him almost completely – raspberry thickets, bird cherry shrubs, rowan saplings. The hedge trimmer rests against a splintered stump. He bends down, grasps a fistful of thistles and pulls. A shake to loosen the largest clods of soil and then he tosses the weeds into the wheelbarrow. The water glitters in the sunshine and across Dad’s brow. When he notices me standing there above him he straightens his back and wipes the sweat from his face with one of his gardening gloves. 10

         
            *

         

         ‘I couldn’t sleep last night,’ he tells me when we’ve reached the kitchen.

         He makes coffee and I sink onto the bench seat. The upholstery is worn. When I was little I used to lie there on my belly with my homework, idly stroking the floral pattern. It’s a little pilled and in some places the foam shows through.

         ‘Why not?’

         He takes a seat opposite me. The tabletop around his right hand is stained with water rings.

         ‘Some bird was calling from down by the river. About four in the morning. Loudly.’

         ‘What kind of bird?’

         He reaches across the table for the folded newspaper and thumbs through it, although I know he’s read it already. He has doodled something in the corner of the crossword page. A silhouette of a bird, like the top of a totem pole. Smiling, I angle my head slightly to get a better view, but he moves on.

         ‘Well, not one I’ve ever heard before,’ he says. ‘Two quick calls in a row. Wiiiiip, wiiiiip. Over and over like a siren. I just couldn’t get back to sleep so I went outside.’

         ‘Did you see it?’

         ‘No. It was probably further down, towards the bridge.’

         He gets to his feet and fetches the coffee pot, fills my cup and then his own. I say something about milk and get up to have a look in the fridge. A few strands of hair cling to sticky spots on the glass shelves. But there is food too: a few open tins, an onion, a sausage with some rice porridge. I sit back down. His eyes are pale blue and carry a tired loneliness, like 11those of an elderly husky. His hand trembles slightly as he lifts the translucent cup to his lips. His mother’s china. He only brings it out when I come round. Otherwise he always uses a big mug from his old job. It’s two years since he had to quit. He blamed his back, said it was better now but that there wasn’t any point in returning. Too much running around, he said. I’m done with all that.

         ‘It must’ve been a crane,’ I offer, letting a half spoonful of sugar slowly tumble into my cup.

         I don’t know why I do it. I always take my coffee without, always black, at least four cups a day, and I won’t take a drop of milk, not since I watched a documentary that showed a calf crying for its mother for days on end. There was no need for it any more, not for me. I stopped immediately. And that was years before I even started drinking coffee, when I was sixteen, in the school cafeteria by one of the big windows. I could sit there all by myself and stare at the dying foliage.

         ‘It wasn’t a crane,’ he says without looking up from the paper. ‘A sea eagle, maybe.’

         His finger traces the newspaper columns; one of his cheeks occasionally twitches. He has a bit of stubble, which makes him look old. He used to be so meticulous, early in the morning before work. The shaving foam resembled whipped cream.

         He asks me how I’m doing, how it’s going at work. I tell him I’m all right, that it’s going well. I take occasional swallows of my sweetened coffee and steal glances at him. His face is thinner than mine; I have Mum’s high cheekbones, her grey eyes. But my back is his, hunched over indoors 12but straight and strong when I go out. For a long time I couldn’t bring myself to wear button-up shirts because they just reminded me of him. It was as though I was dressed in his skin. Now that’s all I wear. At the same time it’s strange to come out here, like travelling back in time, every metre of country road rolling back a few weeks of my life, and I grow shorter as I go. And it’s so quiet here. Speaking just makes it worse.

         ‘I read that you can get cancer from working nights,’ he says. ‘It’s in the paper.’

         I can see the side of the cup through the top few millimetres of coffee but the bottom is thick with grounds. He glances through the radio schedule. He used to listen to Classical Morning, getting up before me and Mum. One time I walked in on him in the middle of an aria. I was probably eight years old; it was winter and pitch-black outside. I must’ve been on my way to the toilet, wearing just my underwear, half asleep, when I saw him in the kitchen, leaning against the counter with his shoulders drawn back like wings. And this heavenly song, and how he just stood there.

         
             

         

         He doesn’t let me stay long. We finish our coffee and then he wants to head back down and get on with his work.

         ‘You’ve never cared about that slope before,’ I say, standing on the paving stones leading up to the road, rooting around in my jacket pockets for the car keys.

         ‘You can see for yourself how overgrown it’s getting,’ he says. ‘It makes me so restless.’

         I feel the cold metal against my fingers and gaze across the property. The lone maple reigns over the far end near the 13slope down to the river. There isn’t a single unkempt blade of grass. A few leaves loosen their grasp and descend through the air to the manicured lawn.

         ‘Just don’t overexert yourself,’ I say calmly.

         But it’s as though he is already down there by the half-full wheelbarrow; the round stones on the riverbank, the water lapping against them, can already feel his hands closing around the stalks of the thistles, all the way down, against the earth, where he can get the best grip.

         On my way up to the car I turn round once and catch sight of him just as he disappears. He walks briskly, as if he’s afraid he’ll run out of time.

         I climb into the car, a little Mazda with grey upholstery and a broken latch on the glove compartment. I lean back but it doesn’t feel right. Only a partial view in the mirror and my feet don’t quite reach the pedals. I adjust the seat, straighten the mirrors. The windscreen seems greasy, as though someone has systematically pressed their fingers against it, trying to find their way out.

         I drive back to town.

         
             

         

         ‘It’s a little late to take cuttings now, I know,’ Mum says, as she hastily finishes watering the flowers before coming out into the hall and hugging me, still holding the white watering can.

         I leave my shoes on the doormat and hang my coat on the hook next to hers.

         ‘How were things with Aron?’ she asks from the kitchen.

         I hear the clattering of china.

         ‘No coffee for me,’ I say as I enter.

         She stops herself and instead takes out two glasses.14

         ‘I have a little raspberry juice,’ she says. ‘How does that sound?’

         ‘Great,’ I reply. ‘He was in the middle of clearing underbrush down by the river. In a bit of a frenzy.’

         She fetches the juice mix and stirs it into a jug of water. She has dyed her hair red again; it looks nice with her white cardigan. Her feet move back and forth over the rug on the kitchen floor.

         ‘Do they still make rag rugs,’ I ask, ‘or are these from Grandma?’

         ‘Of course they still make them.’ She takes a container out of the fridge. ‘As long as there are rags there will be rag rugs. There will always be things that get old and can be cut up into rags. This one is from my mother. Do you recognize it?’

         It is moss green, pale yellow and dark blue. The fringes are braided.

         ‘I don’t think so,’ I reply.

         ‘Let’s go and sit in the living room.’

         I follow her through the rounded doorway. The windows are crowded with potted plants, hanging pots and curtains. A few shelves of books that I don’t believe she’s read but have simply followed her here, because you’ve got to have bookshelves, no matter what. A little television. A display cabinet and a beautiful old writing desk. Just beside one of the windows is a table covered with cuttings in glasses of water. The living-room table between the sofas is made of medium-brown wood framing a sheet of glass in the centre. There are two matching chairs, but you’re not allowed to sit on them because they are likely to break. So they are in storage. She can’t get rid of them of course, because they belong with the table. 15

         ‘Apparently he’s been bothered by some bird,’ I say as I take a seat on the sofa and pour us each a glass of juice. The colour is wonderful, ruby red.

         ‘Here you go,’ Mum says, holding out the plastic tub of biscuits. ‘They’ll be thawed in a minute.’

         I take one and put it on the table. The juice is just the right strength, despite the fact that she prefers to dilute it more. She takes a bite of biscuit and gathers the crumbs with her hand.

         ‘A bird, you say?’

         ‘A sea eagle, he thinks.’

         ‘Ha! More likely a crane. By the way, I read that night shifts can cause cancer.’

         I say nothing, running my index finger along the knuckles of the other hand. They are dry, like sandpaper.

         ‘You know, sometimes when I can’t sleep I think of how you sit there in that fluorescent light all by yourself.’

         ‘I didn’t know you had trouble sleeping,’ I say.

         ‘Oh, just every once in a while,’ she says. ‘Getting old makes you lie there and ruminate.’

         The biscuits taste exactly like they did when I was young. They were Dad’s favourite; Mum preferred something more substantial, pastries ideally. But we never had those at home. Most often little biscuits with jam. Always those rustic almond biscuits, left over because no one liked them. Every time we had company all the biscuits came out. I loved arranging them on the three-tiered biscuit stand, just like in the bakery. It was mainly Mum’s two sisters who came round; Melker hardly ever did, because of his falling-out with Dad a few years earlier. Dad never drank juice, just 16coffee. One time he found an old cigarette in a cabinet and promptly lit it, just like that. As if he were suddenly somebody else. I didn’t even know that Dad had smoked before. Then Mum said, ‘God, it smells like smoke in here!’ and his expression didn’t change in the slightest. I whispered in her ear that it was Dad who had smoked and thought she’d be furious, but he roared with laughter and she laughed too, a new, big laugh, and then she took a seat and they both just sat there and laughed. That was the only time I’d seen Dad smoke.

         ‘How did you and Dad meet?’ I ask.

         ‘Oh, you know that story,’ she says. ‘It was at a party at the hotel and I asked him to dance because my girlfriends had all bet that I wouldn’t dare to.’

         ‘And you chose him because he seemed so out of place?’

         ‘Exactly.’

         She pours me more juice.

         ‘I definitely can’t see Dad at a dance,’ I say, and I notice I have a coffee stain on my trousers, shaped like the head of a little bear.

         ‘Everyone danced in those days.’

         ‘Yeah, but still.’

         She stands up and walks to the kitchen with her glass. I hear her turn on the tap.

         ‘What’s Roger up to today?’ I ask once she is back in her armchair.

         ‘We aren’t seeing each other any more,’ she replies.

         ‘How come?’

         ‘It just ran its course. He didn’t like doing things. And you know how I am. Did you know I’ve started dance lessons?’ 17

         ‘What?’

         ‘Tango. Argentinian, although most of them want to dance Finnish.’

         ‘I didn’t even realize there were two kinds.’

         ‘Apparently so. There aren’t many men in the group, but I have danced with your old school counsellor. Do you remember him? Bengt-Erik?’

         ‘Where do you get the courage?’

         She laughs. ‘Surely there isn’t anything wrong with him?’

         ‘No, no, I just mean, where do you find the courage to take a class like that? Aren’t you afraid you’ll…’

         ‘Afraid I’ll what?’

         ‘I dunno.’

         ‘There’s no point in being afraid of things like that. Too much else out there to get worked up about if you really need to – pensions, racists in parliament… You’ve inherited that shyness from your father.’

         I smile crookedly.

         ‘I guess so.’

         
             

         

         She quietly watches me as I tie my laces. I stand and pick up the bag of frozen apple sauce she’s given me. ‘Have it on your porridge,’ she said, as though I were the kind of person who made porridge for breakfast, or in fact ate breakfast at all. We hug and I turn to leave.

         ‘Had he tidied up at home?’ she asks, and I hesitate. ‘Did he seem to be feeling OK?’

         I nod.

         ‘And everything’s all right with you? Truly?’

         There is something wary about her. 18

         ‘Yes,’ I say, waiting for her to continue, but she just nods and we part.

         
             

         

         That night I dream about Dad. We are in the shed, branches whip against the windowpanes, there’s a storm out on the point, it’s night. He is half turned away from me, an orange glow radiates from a lantern on the wall in front of him. The noise outside is deafening. ‘Can you hear it beating?’ he says, his voice hollow and distant.

         I try to look at him but his features are indistinct. It’s as if he constantly turns away from me, right at the moment that I almost catch a glimpse of his face. I try to speak but the wind is howling so loudly that I can’t hear my own voice.

         ‘What’s beating?’ I scream. ‘What is it that’s beating, Dad?’

         My legs move heavily towards him but I don’t get any closer. Then I see that he’s holding something between his cupped hands, something golden. He hunches over it. The light flickers. He presses the secret to his chest and runs headlong out into the storm.

         
             

         

         There are safe fathers, I think to myself as I slam the car door in the car park outside work. Fathers who sit in the Sunday morning light and read the newspaper and hum to themselves and then goof around with their kids who sigh and groan, ‘Oh, Dad, you just don’t get it!’ Fathers you can always count on, who tuck you in at night. Then there are the mean ones, who neither have the time nor think you’re worthy of it. The ones who try to make a fool of you in front of others, who get drunk and angry and say, ‘You’re just like your mother.’ And then there are fathers like mine. The ones you thought 19could never handle being on their own. Fathers who mostly sit, and when they’re not sitting they’re working on something, anything, to keep from suffocating. Then they sit again. The ones who watch television at night even though there’s nothing to watch, who go to bed early even though they can’t sleep. The ones who never socialize, who don’t have friends, maybe just some shamefaced kid who visits far too rarely and doesn’t want to anyway because it’s so uncomfortable being the only person for someone who doesn’t seem to have anything else. The kind of father who is disproportionately glad to see you despite never really having learned how to express his feelings, yet still becomes happy enough for it to be noticeable. What do you do with a father like that? With a mean one you can always try to escape. But you can never quite care enough about a lonely one. Regardless of your efforts, it just feels like all you ever do is leave him.

         The pale-yellow light in the hallway makes everything look watered down. Molly sits in the shared changing room, a half-healed cut on her lip, staring into the middle distance, frozen part way through an attempt at buttoning her shirt. As I walk past her she snaps back to life.

         ‘Yo, man,’ she says, gathering her hair into a ponytail.

         ‘Yo. That looks lovely.’

         She closes her locker and I sit on the bench across from her and start changing.

         ‘I’m just so bloody tired of it,’ she says. ‘It was Klas, of course. What an arsehole.’

         ‘Mm,’ I reply.

         He does seem like an arsehole, but that’s not something you just say. 20

         ‘How about you? How are things?’

         She stops in the doorway on her way up. Her hair looks like strands of yarn. Last week she told me she had lost ‘like, half of it’ since she started working here. Twenty-two years old. She must have low stress tolerance.

         ‘One day at a time.’

         She nods, presses her lips together slightly, gestures towards the lift and leaves.

         Still sitting on the bench, I try flexing one of my sagging biceps but give up almost immediately. My body suddenly feels so heavy. I’m reminded of all the other times I have sat here, every earlier version of this body that has sighed, stood up, closed the locker door and hesitated there briefly, just for a moment, closed its eyes and perhaps glimpsed another life. Just a tiny moment. Never too long – that’s dangerous. Becoming one of those people who get stuck gazing into the void is dangerous, because eventually you’ll fall apart from being constantly pulled back again. Your arms and legs give way, and then you’re lying face down with your nose against the concrete floor, too weak to get up.

         I stand up a bit too quickly. When my vision refocuses I’m already halfway to the lift. I don’t need eyes to find my way around here.

         
             

         

         ‘Who was that?’ Molly asks when I return to the room and pocket my phone.

         The old woman between us is so small that she occasionally gets lost among the sheets as we remake her bed. Her name is Agnes and before her health worsened she could joke with the best of them. 21

         ‘My mother,’ I reply, ‘calling to remind me that it’s my birthday tomorrow.’

         ‘Da-a-amn,’ says Molly. ‘What are you doing to celebrate?’

         ‘Not sure.’ I tuck Agnes in. ‘Any suggestions?’

         We walk to the next room. Molly first. I follow diagonally behind her, studying the birthmark she has on her neck.

         ‘Do something cool. Skydiving. Everyone I know who’s done it says it’s, like, the coolest thing they’ve ever done. Except I guess it can hurt like hell in your ears. From the pressure.’

         I grimace.

         ‘Crash into the ground at several hundred kilometres per hour? I’ll pass.’

         ‘Suit yourself.’

         Molly shrugs.

         ‘I don’t get why they can’t just buy a little radio for everyone here,’ she continues. ‘It can’t be that expensive. This silence is enough to drive a person crazy.’

         ‘Privatized healthcare,’ I reply. ‘Hi, Ulrik. How are you feeling today?’

         He is seated on his bed, his feet dangling a few centimetres above the floor. Sometimes he turns violent for no clear reason, hurts himself and has to go to A&E. Most of the time he just sits.

         ‘Do you need to use the toilet?’

         Molly sits next to him. I turn to the window and pull open the curtains. It has almost no effect. The same pale light. Twilight.

         Sometimes I have the urge to just bomb the whole damned place. Level the whole department to the ground. Or just quit and start running in one direction or another until it’s easier 22to breathe. To one of the poles, where the air is clearer than spring water and ice crystals have transformed the world into a glittering expanse that forces you to squint in order to avoid fainting from all the beauty. Where the polar ice cap is several kilometres thick and the snow creaks like an attic door when you walk on it, awkwardly, like a bear cub. And the water, perfectly clean and dark and foreign, can contain just about anything. And you can stand there on the edge of it, lean over and imagine that down there the whales are angels, swimming past window after window for all eternity. Through arch after arch. High up near the surface you can just barely taste a trace of the deep, something unfamiliar in your mouth, a flavour that makes you thirsty. And then you drink. Drink and drink until it sloshes in your stomach and you have a little of that unknown within you. At least then you can be certain that there’s more out there than what’s visible.

         That would be enough.

         
             

         

         At lunch I tell Molly that I’m planning to celebrate with a boat ride. It just came to me.

         ‘Where?’ she asks, between bites.

         ‘Doesn’t really matter. I’m just going out somewhere with a boat.’

         ‘It’s on a boat.’

         ‘OK, “on a boat”,’ I repeat.

         ‘So you’re saying you like boats?’

         ‘I don’t think so.’ I put down my cutlery and remember something. ‘But we had a boat when I was a kid,’ I say, trying to grasp the flicker of a memory. ‘A little rowing boat.’

         ‘Ah,’ says Molly as she starts paging through a magazine. 23

         
            *

         

         As with any time I try to remember something, it’s like glancing over my shoulder and being suddenly blinded by the sun. You can’t see a thing, so you turn back with nothing but jagged black spots dancing in your eyes. If I didn’t already know that dementia wasn’t like that I would be worried. It’s like the glittering surface of the water when the sunlight coats the lapping waves with twinkling crosses. A fragment might flicker into view but I never see the whole image. Maybe, like just now, the rail of a skiff, Mum’s hands as she shoves the picnic basket under one of the seats. A little water pooling at the lowest point. Dad on the oars with his sleeves rolled up, the hair on his arms. Then gone, and nothing more. How old was I? Six? Seven? Ten? We must have been on our way somewhere, but I don’t recall. Just the boat, our little boat. Dad’s calm rowing, the scraping noise of the oars against the rail, no creaking oarlocks – they were broken, I think – and then the wooden blades as they sliced through the surface, caught and hauled the boat forward. Towards Storholmen in the middle of the river, perhaps. The spot you could walk to in winter before they started messing with the spillways. Mum insisting on snowshoes, Dad getting Tanja to pull the sledge with the ground pads and ice-fishing rods.

         The last time I was down by the river in the summer, wasn’t there a tarpaulin along the bank? A little mound of dark green, military green? Maybe the skiff is still down there. If that’s the case, no one ever uses it. It must be just lying there, as though hidden away. Glittering sun, lapping waves, my hand hanging down in the water, and I can’t stop watching 24it, because earlier that same summer a child dipping their toes in the water had been bitten by a pike. There were pike in the river, that much I knew. Big prehistoric beasts down there in the seaweed jungle. Mum chuckled at my fear, Dad… what’s Dad doing? He’s watching a flock of waterfowl take off. Following them with his gaze as though in slow motion, his neck extending as he tracks the birds’ wingbeats; we can almost feel them from where we sit, drifting this way and that in the current. Maybe Dad is tired and has stopped rowing, maybe his arms are sore, but he has let go of the oars; they glide slowly over the rail and down into the water. Mum hears the splash, but before she can get to them they have floated out of reach. She looks terrified. Dad is still almost bewitched by the birds, who seem to have flown directly into the sun. I tear my gaze away from the pike, but when I follow his instead the light is so dazzling that I’m blinded. Without oars we’re tugged helplessly along by the current. Mum says Dad’s name, louder and louder, until at last she’s almost screaming. But it’s as though he neither hears nor sees, as though he is no longer with us in the boat.

         
             

         

         The half-eaten loaf of cinnamon coffee bread is still on the kitchen table. Dad sliced it with a table knife and we have eaten a couple of pieces each. Dropped crumbs, drunk coffee. He looks tired, bags under his eyes. The kitchen is messy, even though he was expecting me. I brought the bread just in case. He fetched an envelope of cash. Two 500-krona notes. I told him it was too much. Wanted to take one of them and hand it to him, was just about to pull it out when something stopped me. I heard Mum’s voice in the back of my head. So 25I just said thanks. He said happy birthday. The bread wasn’t dry after all, despite having been discounted. I found it in a basket next to the checkout with a big red reduced sticker that I peeled off. Not sure why.

         After coffee I head into the living room to have a look. The same old paintings hang on the walls – nature scenes. Mallards. Geese in formation framed against the sky. A woodpecker like the letter V pasted to the trunk of a birch tree. Precisely the kind of artwork you’d see at a flea market among the coffee sets, old barometers and stacks of flowerpots. The images are exactly what the people around here see when they open their front door. He’s got the mallards down by the river, and the geese move in annually, arriving and departing again, that’s what they do. The woodpecker lives in the Swiss pine on the neighbour’s property.

         The brown leather armchair faces the window with its worn armrests and cushion, reclined slightly. The television is a few metres away, on a metal trolley with wheels. There’s a bit of dirt on the floor and a few dirty plates on the table. On my way back to the kitchen I notice that all the gardening tools are leaning against the wall in the hallway. The rug underneath them is a muddy mess. He is sitting right where I left him, brushing together a few grains of sugar, pressing his finger against them and popping it into his mouth.

         He asks about Mum and I tell him about Roger. Then about the tango lessons. ‘She sends her regards,’ I tell him. He asks me to return the greeting.

         ‘So, how are things with you?’ I ask after a moment.

         At first he tells me things are fine. I take a little more bread, although I’m no longer really in the mood for it. Slip a piece 26out of the plastic wrapper, cutting it carefully so as to avoid slicing through the white cardboard.

         ‘I have a hard time sleeping at night,’ he adds eventually.

         I watch him, chewing.

         ‘I wake up after a while and get out of bed.’

         ‘You’re probably drinking too much coffee.’

         But that’s not it.

         ‘It’s that bird,’ he says.

         He sounds defeated, almost a little ashamed.

         ‘The crane?’

         ‘It’s not a crane, I told you.’

         ‘Have you seen it?’

         ‘I know what cranes sound like.’

         He can’t get back to sleep, he says. Sometimes he’s up all night.

         ‘You must be exhausted,’ I say. ‘I go completely crazy when I can’t sleep. You’ve got to see the doctor and get some sleeping pills or something. Or get some of that all-natural tea. Herbal.’

         ‘Nah,’ he says. ‘You work, that’s different. I just wander around this place.’

         He gets up and starts clearing the table, probably regretting that he said anything at all.

         
             

         

         ‘No more than two cups a day,’ I say as I leave. ‘Promise.’

         He nods. Wishes me a happy birthday again at the front door. Although it’s autumn the lawn is as smooth as a polished apple. He seems to have stopped clearing underbrush by the river. Over next to the dwarf raspberry bushes I see the shed, its door slightly ajar. Light spills out and I feel an 27urge to walk over there and have a look. Why not? I mean, he’s carried all of the equipment into the house; he must’ve been making room for something. But he’s still standing there watching as I leave, so I resist the impulse and turn the corner instead.

         
             

         

         On the way home I make a stop at the off-licence. The woman at the till was cute, congratulated me when she saw my ID. She must’ve been about twenty, no one I recognized. Then I get back into the car again and try to breathe. The pressure in my chest is so intense that I have to lean over the steering wheel.

         ‘Fuck damn fucking fuck.’

         A couple walking by with a wine box look my way, so I sit up and twist my face into something resembling a smile. I turn the key, nothing happens. I’m supposed to meet Mum Monday night, she’s busy with something until then, and for some reason that pleased me. She asked me what kind of treat I wanted with the coffee when we confirmed the time over the phone, and I said it didn’t matter. Then I called Magnus and he told me to come over to celebrate before heading off for Stage.

         It’ll be good to go there. It will. I straighten up and start the car. On the floor next to me the cans of beer topple over in the bag.

         
             

         

         After a few cheap drinks in Magnus’s newly renovated kitchen, which is so clean that you hardly dare touch anything, we end up at a corner table at the club and most of the others are already there. Ola and Amanda, who have been an item since high school. Cutie-Malin, Linnea. And Josef, sadly. Rickard  28stands next to him, drunk and wisecracking and hitting on a blonde girl from Hertsön.

         ‘When girls start coming here from Luleå it’s a fucking bad sign.’

         I laugh. The blonde’s friend is smaller and looks friendlier. She laughs too, maybe she heard what Magnus said. The music is so loud that it vibrates right through you. The lights swing this way and that and I have a cloudy white drink in front of me on the table. She has something similar and raises it for a toast. I lift mine slightly and nod. Press my lips together again, grind my teeth lightly, but I can’t continue looking at her. I think of Dad’s bird paintings, how they hang there on the wall in that room – the mallards, the woodpecker. The geese. Another dirty plate on the table, the television on, maybe he has fallen asleep there and will wake up stiff and miserable. The bass rumbles through the table and the electric lights flash against my eyes. The blonde wants to sit next to Ola and her friend ends up next to me. She looks at me apologetically as I make room for her. Presumably I look awkward sitting there, as out of place as a tree stump or a spruce. I’m guessing she’d much rather be in Luleå, at the pre-party that was surely much more fun than this. With the evening’s possibilities still wide open. I’m sure they sat in the kitchen with some beers just like us and listened to 90s hits. Spice Girls and ‘Mambo No. 5’. ‘Freestyler’. She leans towards me and says her name is Eva.

         I tell her that’s a pretty name. I’ve never thought about it before but that’s a damned pretty name. Clean and clear.

         Eva Eva Eva, I repeat to myself. It feels bright.

         I tell her my name and that my father chose it, that my mother protested but gave up eventually. I see the mallards’ 29mild gaze in Eva’s eyes when she laughs at my forlorn expression. I pretend that it’s because of the name, but maybe she sees through me. Regardless of the reason, I’m pleased that she laughs.

         ‘It’s my birthday today,’ I tell her. ‘Twenty-six.’

         ‘Happy birthday,’ she shouts over the music.

         Happy happy happy.

         
             

         

         ‘I saw you at Stage on Saturday,’ says Molly when I get to the break room on Monday.

         She worked the overnight shift and I am relieving her. None of the old folk are up yet. Molly is seated, dipping her teabag in and out of a white cup.

         ‘But I was getting ready to leave and you seemed busy with a bunch of other people,’ she continues. ‘I didn’t feel like making my way through the crowd. Did you have fun?’

         ‘It was OK,’ I reply. ‘You?’

         She shrugs and wrings out the rest of the tea by squeezing the bag against a spoon with the string.

         ‘Fucking terrible music,’ she says. ‘I was so over it. They’d dragged up some idiot from Stockholm, DJ Cute… Did you see her? Made me want to puke. Then this guy comes up to me and asks what I’m waiting for. My friend Madde said “better times”. I thought she’d said “better guys”, so I was dying. Anyway, he left. But then Klas showed up. Soooo, yeah.’

         She flashes me a crooked smile and I nod.

         ‘Hey, by the way, I’m going to uni in the spring. Nursing. Then I can come back here and boss you around.’

         ‘Ha!’ I exclaim. ‘Maybe I’ll go back for nursing too.’

         ‘Then we can boss together.’ 30

         ‘Yup.’

         ‘Although I’ll be damned if I’m going to work here for the rest of my life.’

         ‘It can’t be much better anywhere else. Or do you want to fuck off to Stockholm and be a DJ?’

         ‘No. But I could be a school nurse or something instead. Hand out ibuprofen and tampons and nag about condoms. Let the bullied kids come in with their made-up symptoms and have a lie-down during break.’

         I open the dishwasher and start emptying it. Make a tall pile of plates on the counter then move the whole thing into the cupboard. Stack the glasses in twos. Rattle the cutlery down into the drawer.

         ‘Do you think…’ I begin, but I lose momentum.

         ‘Do I think what?’ Molly yawns.

         ‘Do you think that there’s anyone living here who isn’t unhappy?’

         ‘What the hell kind of a question is that?’

         I turn to face her.

         ‘Honestly.’

         She gets up, swallows the rest of her tea and places the mug in the sink.

         ‘It sounds horrible when you say it like that. Kind of nasty.’

         ‘I don’t mean it like that,’ I say. ‘It’s just that… I always think that everyone is unhappy, like my dad, for example. He isn’t even seventy. Sixty-two. But when I go and see him it feels like he already thinks everything is over, that it’s just autopilot from here on. No point trying new things, travelling, making friends. But he could live to ninety-five. That’s longer than my life to this point.’ 31

         Molly says nothing.

         ‘Is it better to pretend it’s nothing?’ I continue. ‘Maybe it’s just in my head that they’re all unhappy. The ones who never have a visitor, don’t have anyone, who just sit and watch TV every night even though they don’t want to.’

         ‘You watch TV every night,’ Molly counters.

         ‘Yeah, I know. But I think it’s so damned sad sometimes, that I just watch TV or go out and drink. It’s like, that’s all my life is right now. I don’t have any interest in anything. But at least I know that I’d much rather have things be different. But maybe it’s just in my head.’

         ‘Well go back to uni, then, do something else besides watch TV if you don’t want to watch TV.’

         ‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Exactly.’

         
             

         

         At the end of the week I call Dad but he doesn’t answer. I sit at home in bed and lazily flip through the channels. My body feels heavy, my feet hang over the edge of the bed. I should go out. Get some air. The blinds hang crookedly over the window like a drooping wing. From time to time someone walks by outside. I see only jackets and legs, no heads. I turn on my computer, pull up the university’s home page and scroll through the courses on offer. Mum said it was nice that Molly was going back to university. I’m not sure why I told her; she probably thinks I have a crush on her, because she asked what she looked like and if she was funny. Which university is she going to? Mum had baked a layer cake with fresh strawberries and jam and vanilla cream, just like when I was little, except then she used to decorate it with sweets instead. They would be rock hard from being stored in the 32fridge, so you had to suck on them for a while to be able to chew them. The strawberries tasted shop-bought, hardly any flavour at all. But the cake was good anyway.

         I asked her how the dance lessons were going, if she was learning anything. She seemed a bit distracted, asking questions without really listening to the answers. Eventually I heard myself ask about the boat. Suddenly we were both alert.

         ‘What boat?’

         ‘Our boat,’ I replied. ‘The one we would take out on the river when I was little.’

         She got to her feet and fetched herself a glass of water, paused with her hand on the tap and asked if I wanted any. I shook my head.

         ‘You remember that?’ she said, as she sat back down.

         ‘Well, not really. Just that we were out once and he dropped the oars.’

         ‘We were always out in that thing. We used to row over to the little island and picnic there. Aron loved that boat. It was his father’s.’

         ‘How did we make it home without oars?’

         ‘Do you remember your grandfather? Well, you were very young when he died. No, there’s no way you could remember him, you were only a baby. The whole thing was just awful, when he ended up at Furunäset. Nerves, they called it then. That was shortly before they closed, before everyone was let out. Of course, he was dead by then. We all went to the funeral.’

         I nodded. Everything she said was just a vague buzzing sound, the unfocused buzzing of a bee circling its hive.

         ‘But how did we make it home?’ 33

         The phone gave a sudden jangle that made Mum jump up so quickly that she bumped into the table. The cake server fell off the platter and red jam dripped down onto the white tablecloth. I could hear from her voice that it was one of her girlfriends. They went to the cinema from time to time, stopping for a coffee at the Opal cafe; maybe one day they’d even take a ‘pensioners’ coach trip’ through America, all together, she’d said. After hanging up she told me that Maj was on her way over to borrow a DVD, so I left.

         My mobile beeps and when I check it I see Eva’s name on the display. I had forgotten that we’d exchanged numbers – her suggestion. Or was it mine? A text. She has sent me a link to a site that explains the meaning of names and written below it: ‘Your name isn’t so crazy after all…’ followed by a smiley. I tap the link and a web page pops up. ‘Originally Cymric: guardian of the universe.’ I laugh out loud. ‘Not at all pompous…’ I reply. And perhaps because I suddenly feel different, having laughed like that, possibly the first time I have laughed in this apartment, I go on to ask if she wants to meet up. She replies, ‘Yes.’

         
             

         

         Just imagine if the two of us had a baby, I think, sitting opposite Eva in the cafe’s outdoor seating area. She is beautiful and glowing, like her name. She could be holding a baby now, her hands around a warm, compact little body. It could be mine and hers, gurgling and smiling and so beautiful that people walking by would smile kindly at us, thinking, ‘What a happy little family. Now there’s one happy little family.’ Mum would be so pleased. And Dad. Maybe they could meet Eva’s parents, have dinner. We could walk to the Chinese place – it would 34be a little formal at first, Dad would’ve made an effort and ironed his shirt, Mum would look a little worried but still tender, and would make sure that Dad didn’t order something he wouldn’t like.

         Eva and I are at the Opal and she’s telling me about her job. She works for a newspaper publisher in Luleå but drove here to meet me. She’s wearing a blue trench coat and a touch of lipstick. Everything she says is easy to listen to, sort of gentle. She laughs, I laugh. I talk with her effortlessly. Eva orders cafe latte and I do too, plus a light-green marzipan cake shaped like a frog with an open mouth. It’s the one I always wanted as a kid, when we would walk here for a treat, me and Mum and Dad. Such a childish thing to buy, but Eva didn’t react to it. They’re barely edible, so much buttercream, but that doesn’t matter. You don’t have to eat the pastry on a coffee date, it’s mostly to have something in front of you. It’s the kind of thing you do, take a walk and have a coffee date, it’s nice. The birch trees on the pedestrianized street are so beautiful that I can’t help glancing over at them, sparkling yellow and orange, the high expanse of the autumn sky behind them infinitely blue. My gaze shifts between Eva and the sky. Not many other people out, this sunlit day in the middle of the week.

         ‘This is probably the last day for sitting outside,’ Eva says. ‘We lucked out with the sunshine,’ she adds, and I say that yes, we really did.

         Yes yes yes.

         Over near the intersection on the other side of the street I see the entrance to the big supermarket, rows of shopping trolleys just outside, glistening in the sunshine. Red handles, 35coin slots, narrow metal bars. A woman deposits a coin and removes a cart with a yank. It rattles as she steers it towards the entrance, swerving to avoid a pitiful-looking man. As my gaze passes over them I think that the poor fellow looks like he hasn’t slept in days. He stands with his back towards me, peering into the sun. As if he was on his way somewhere and then forgot where he was heading. Just ended up standing there. You’re probably on your way in to buy groceries, I think for him. You’re going to get a little food for the weekend, maybe a few beers, a nice piece of meat and a sauce mix, make it cosy at home, rest a little. Maybe he escaped from a home of some kind and got lost, that sort of thing happens. But he isn’t one of mine, I think. Then he turns round and starts searching his pockets slowly, as if creating a distraction so that no one will wonder why he’s just standing there, maybe giving himself some time to remember.

         Then I see that it’s Dad.

         My body stiffens and I stifle an urge to leap up and go to him. Eva stops talking and turns to see what I’m looking at.

         ‘It’s my dad,’ I say.

         I immediately regret saying anything, without really knowing why. It is my dad, after all, he’s going shopping, it’s Friday afternoon and he’s on his way to do a little weekend shopping, or for the whole week, since he doesn’t go into town that often. The old man who always stands at the entrance selling lottery tickets seems to say something to him, ‘Jackpot this Saturday!’ maybe.

         ‘Who?’ I hear Eva ask as I watch Dad turn towards the old man, drawing his head back so that his neck disappears, like when a bird protects itself from an attack. 36

         But Dad doesn’t seem to see the lottery ticket man, his gaze wandering the empty space above him. The man retreats slightly, towards the glass doors. He catches sight of someone else to talk to and turns away from Dad, who is stuck with his head tilted back, scanning the shadowy corner under the awning.

         Eva turns back and gives me a slight smile.

         ‘What’s his name?’ she says. ‘What’s your dad’s name?’

         I force myself to look at her, to pretend that nothing’s happening even though I know that nothing is, really. After all, it’s just Dad on his way to do some shopping, everybody shops, and when you see someone at a distance they always seem a little different when they don’t realize that you’re looking at them, and besides, Eva hasn’t said anything, she’s just asked his name.

         ‘Aron,’ I answer. ‘What about yours?’ But I don’t hear her reply.

         Does your dad go shopping too, Eva, like mine? I think to myself. Do you dream about him at night like I do? Did your dad ever drop the oars when you were little? Do you ever wonder how you made it home? Do you remember your mother? Do you remember her expression when she noticed that the oars had floated too far from the boat? Because the current was deadly, you hardly swam in that river, not there, not since they built the hydroelectric dam and made the deeper currents strange, unpredictable, not since the pike arrived and started growing. Do you remember that your mother tried to reach for them, for the oars, almost fell out of the boat, that you had to hold on to avoid falling into the water yourself, but your father didn’t even see that, he didn’t notice a thing, just stared at those birds as they flew straight into the sun, 37despite her shouting at him, shouting his name, your father’s name, ‘Aron! ARON!’? Or was it your name that she shouted? Your weird Cymric shadow-name? I can’t remember, can’t remember any of that, it was so strange, but I want so badly to ask, ‘Eva, what kind of father do you have, a safe one or a mean one? Or one like mine?’

         I realize that I’ve eaten almost the entire cake. The silver spoon slices through the marzipan, through to the bottom, then angles upward to collect a big piece and puts it in my mouth. The whole time I keep talking to Eva, or rather it’s mostly her talking, and soon my plate is scraped bare, empty.

         It’s time to leave. Eva has to get back to Luleå. We hug by her car. The sunlight is still strong and beautiful. Once she has shut the car door and I’ve turned round to leave it is suddenly unbearable to think that it’s the weekend and I’m going to be alone without anything to do. I should be with her, but she didn’t say anything about it. Maybe she already has plans, or has to work; maybe she mentioned it and I didn’t hear. Did I hear anything she said, did I respond? Maybe I behaved so badly that she got scared or felt uncomfortable. Did I really eat the whole cake that quickly, bolting it down, without even looking up? Or worse, staring at her the whole time, her speech growing slower and slower, while I got whipped cream and marzipan all over my face?

         
             

         

         ‘Remember when you used to have your sessions with Bengt-Erik, when you were little?’ Mum says, replacing the album on the shelf.

         We’ve been looking at old photos – I wanted to see pictures of myself when I was a kid. And of Dad, and that old boat. 38

         ‘When you and Dad got divorced?’

         She hesitates for a moment, but then pushes the album in the rest of the way and comes over to sit next to me on the sofa. She’s so happy when I visit her, to have a chance to see me, she said so when I called. At that point I was already standing outside. First I go to Dad’s place, then I come here. It’s like a song I’ve always sung.

         ‘No, this wasn’t then. This was earlier. Did you know that he’s changed jobs now? He doesn’t work with children any more, just adults.’

         ‘Hm,’ I say. ‘So how’s the dancing going? Learning anything?’

         Mum smiles slightly and shrugs, which is unusual. That’s something she doesn’t typically do, shrug her shoulders like that.

         ‘Do they still just want to dance the Finnish version? I didn’t know there were two kinds, but that’s what you said. You’ve got to tell them that you should all give the other one a try, if that’s what you want.’

         She lays a hand on my arm and strokes it. The hairs on my arms feel electric. Just as I’m about to ask her to stop she takes her hand away.
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